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Report of an Epidemic of Bacilary Dysentery at the Danvers State Hos-

pital, Massachusetts, 1908. From the Laboratory of the Danvers State
Hospital, Hathorne, Massachusetts. (Boston : D. C. Heath & Co.,
1909)

A study of an epidemic of bacillary dysentery which occurred during the
summer of igo8 at the Danvers State Hospital, Massachusetts, has recently

appeared.
It is possible in a large and well-managed institution, such as the Dan-

vers State Hospital, to weigh more accurately the various factors which

have been thought to play a part in the etiology of bacillary dysentery
than can be done through the study of a disease in a larger and less limited
community. In this investigation the regular staff of the asylum was
increased by a number of specially trained workers from the Harvard
Medical School. The whole subject is presented in several divisions, some
of which have unusual interest.

The first comprises a statistical report of the epidemic. There were �

persons in the institution, including z�oo patients, ig� servants, attendants,
nurses and physicians, during the summer under consideration. The epi-
demic began early in July, continued through August, and rapidly declined
in September. There were in all i�6 cases of dysentery, with 36 deaths, a

mortality of 23.1 per cent. The cases were distributed pretty generally
throughout all the wards of the hospital. Both sexes were about equally

affected, although the mortality was naturally greatest among the weaker
and bed-ridden patients. The duration of the disease varied from three
or four days to two months, the average being about 12 days.

In the second division of the study the various possible and probable

sources of infection are considered. This is, perhaps, the most valuable

portion of the study. It is thought that the disease was probably not water-
born, because the water-supply was unusually good, and the number of
cases of dysentery in the town of Danvers, using the same water, was not
increased over the average. The milk-supply as a source of infection, was

eliminated, as the milk was found on examination to be of unusual purity,

and there was no difference in the incidence of the disease between pa-

tients using milk and those not using it. The food-supply could hardly be

the cause of the epidemic, as the same vegetables were supplied to a colony

outside the asylum where the mortality from dysentery was practically nil.

The possibility of the organisms being present in the sub-soil and being lib-
crated by disturbance of it was also considered, but it was thought unlikely

that this agency could have had much or any influence in causing the dis-
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ease, as it happened that the wards where the disease was lightest were near

where the most trenching had been done and that the part of the grounds
where the soil had not been turned was farthest away from the wards

where the disease was most severe.
Two sources of infection were possible : One, a carrier of the disease

introduced into the institution from without. A patient, who had prob-
ably recently suffered from dysentery, was admitted in June, became ill
again with dysentery early in July, and died July To.’ Secondly, intra-
mural carriers are possible. Undoubtedly, there were occasional cases of
dysentery in the asylum throughout the year. The epidemic, from either
of these sources, may have developed under favorable conditions. The
chief of these conditions seem to be : i, hot weather ; 2, house flies.
Humidity, they believe, was not a factor. Hot weather favors the spread
of dysentery because the viability of the bacillus is greater at this time and

.the number of flies is increased. Flies were particularly numerous in the
institution during the height of the epidemic. These had access to the

stools of the patients and also to their food, and in the opinion of the

observers they were the most important factor in the spread of this
epidemic.

Careful and systematic bacteriological investigations by the most ap-
proved methods were made of the stools of 57 typical cases. In 14 of these

the dysentery bacillus of the original or Shiga type was isolated. The same
organism was obtained from one out of five autopsy cases examined. The
examination of the blood and cerebro-spinal fluid in three cases proved

negative. The authors are of the opinion, therefore, that the prevailing

organism of the Danvers epidemic was of the so-called Shiga type, and
not one of the closely-associated mannite-fermenting bacilli. The sera of a

large series, 115 dysentery patients, were tested for agglutination with
stock cultures of the Shiga and Flexner-Harris types of bacillus dysen-
tense. Eighty-one per cent of these sera gave positive agglutination reac-
tions in the sense that they reacted with Shiga in � cases, with Flexner-

Harris in 37 cases, or with both in �4 cases. Nineteen per cent, or �
cases, were negative. Shiga agglutinations seemed to be more numerous

at the height of the epidemic, while Flexner-Harris bacilli were more apt
to be agglutinated over longer periods. It is suggested that the latter
organism may be an occasional normal inhabitant of the intestinal tract.

A study of the leucocytes showed an initial increase in the total number

until the fifth day when the normal limit was reached. The proportion of
lymphocytes was slightly higher than normal from the fifth to the tenth

day of the disease.
Pathology.-Careful pathological studies conducted in the fatal cases

showed that the lesions found in the various organs other than the lutes-
tines could not be directly attributed to dysentery infection ; the intestines

were always somewhat congested and swollen, the large intestine being
particularly affected. The minute points of hemorrhage noted were not
associated with ulceration. Ulcers were present in about one-half of the
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cases. Pseudo-membrane was found in about one-fourth of the cases

examined. The most interesting pathological finding was the presence of
minute thromboses of the small lymph and blood-vessels in the mucosa and

sub-mucosa. This is due, the authors consider, to a primary necrosis of

the endothelium produced by an absorption of toxin, either directly through

the lumen or through the blood or lymph channels. Throughout the swollen

mucous membrane a marked increase in fibrin formation was demonstrated.

Clumps of bacteria similar to dysentery bacilli were found in the lumen of
many of the infected vessels. They consider that the thrombosis with its

secondary inflammatory changes may be the beginning of the intestinal

ulceration. As the result of an attempt to correlate the clinical findings with

the intestinal lesions, they conclude that a week is necessary for the
production of ulceration, and after three weeks there is a tendency to
heal. Pseudo-membrane formation may occur in eight to fourteen days.
The tox�mic cases were more frequent in July, the ulcerative cases later in

the summer. The mesenteric lymph glands were generally enlarged. These
findings in general correspond closely to the pathological changes occur-

ring in dysenteria infantum. Special investigation was made of the nervous

system in a number of cases, but no definite association could be traced

between the nervous lesions and the dysentery infection.
Prophylaxis.-A number of important prophylactic measures are sug-

gested as a means of checking the disease. Among these may be men-
tioned the isolation of the patient not only during the disease, but after
recovery, or until the organisms are absent from the excreta ; through the

immediate disinfection of all excreta and soiled linen, efficient screening of
the sick-room, kitchen and dining room, the removal of the common breed-

ing places of flies, such as rubbish heaps and open privies, and the provid-

ing of special closed receptacles for manure and garbage.

The several workers who have united in the report of the Danvers

epidemic can certainly have the satisfaction of knowing that they have
produced one of the most valuable contributions to our knowledge of this

devastating epidemic. A fairly complete bibliography is appended.

J. H. M. KNOX, JR.

Die Wassermannsche Serodiagnostik der Syphilis in Ihrer Anwendung

auf die Psychiatrie. Von DL Mw. Fzux PLAUT. (Jena : Verlag von
Gustav Fischer, igo�.)

The importance of the Wassermann reaction is being gradually recognized
by the profession. It has rendered a great service to Neurology and

Psychiatry and by this method we were enabled to settle the mooted
question of the etiology of general paralysis and tabes. Furthermore, we

are able to recognize the early stages of cerebro-spinal syphilis and differ-
entiate it from obscure nervous conditions and brain tumors.

Dr. Plaut, a pupil of Wassermann, and one of the early pioneers in this
line of work, has written an admirable book which contains an excellent

summary of serum-diagnosis of syphilis and its relation to psychiatry,




